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ABSTRACT 





The notion of moral dilemma is frequently used experimentally across some fields such as psychology, social sciences, management, medical studies, and humanities 
where serious decisions have to be made between two unpleasant things that can have serious life consequences. In the present article, though briefly in scope, we tried 
to supply related information regarding the noticeable characteristics of dilemmas, their differences, and the regular number of dilemmatic scenarios that have been 
usually employed in experimental experiences. We, therefore, explained that dilemmas could be of two major types: Self-imposed or other- imposed with either high 
level or low level of personal involvement. Then, across tentative situations by renowned scholars, the dilemmas have ranged from 2 to 40 stories for experimentation. 
Furthermore, because of the sensitivity and importance of decision making under dilemmatic situations and different cultural interpretations of these situations, we 
suggested that the topic still allows for more future investigations cross-culturally across different study fields. 
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1. INTRODUCTION: 

Norman Cousins states, “A human being fashions his consequences as surely as 
he fashions his goods or his dwelling his goods or his dwelling. Nothing that he 
says, thinks or does is without consequences” (as cited in Sarkis, 2012, para.1). 
In fact, such consequences are so important that have often engaged researchers 
in contriving some tools to forestall them, associating moral orientations or per- 
sonality traits to them, or defining the situations in which particular decisions 
have been made. 


Moral dilemmas, as hypothetical extreme situations, have been frequently used 
across several disciplines as tools for examining the moral orientations of indi- 
viduals. Several scales have also been developed to suss out the ethical behav- 
iors of individuals in their professions as nurses, mangers, instructors and so on. 
In view of dilemma- based empirical experiments, one can also find a budding 
number of related researches in psychology, neurology, educational psychology 
and some interdisciplinary fields. However, there is insufficient literature about 
different types and definitions of dilemmas. The present review article, thus tries 
to collect, in so far as possible, succinct background information for researchers 
on various aspects of dilemmas so far dealt with in research contexts. 


2. DEFINITION OF DILEMMA: 

Dilemmas as defined by dictionaries are very difficult choices that need to be 
made between two different unpleasant things (“Cambridge University Press”, 
2016). Dilemmas are sometimes defined and interpreted in different ways since 
people cannot accede to the reality of moral dilemmas invariantly (McConnell, 
2014). For instance, Dougherty (2016) maintains that in medieval era, the moral 
principle moralists stuck to was that of the lesser evil. This principle, however, 
was understood in a variety of ways. In Dougherty's own definition, a moral 
dilemma is a situation in which an individual cannot meet all her/his real impend- 
ing moral imperatives. 


Though there are some variant ways of interpreting moral dilemmas, and people 
across cultures may have different opinions as to what is moral or amoral (Gray& 
Keeney, 2015), for almost all people around the globe dilemmas are at least 
known to be difficult situations. Williams (2015) has offered three important char- 
acteristics for dilemmas that can be taken into account: 


>  Adilemmatic situation may present two or more actions, all of which a per- 
son has the ability to perform. 


> The person has his own moral inclinations and reasons to decide in one 
way or another. 


>  Thepersoncannot choose all the actions. 
Since the way people look at things, their goals and desires are different, their def- 
initions of dilemmas may reflect their own priorities. One such example is the 


case of “false dilemma” (“Nizkor Project’, 2012, para.1). 


The false dilemma is a situation where a person's reasoning faculty is used to 
think in black -or -white manner while both situations could be wrong: 


e Either X is true or Y is true (when both are wrong or could be wrong) 
¢ X isnottrue 
¢ Yistrue 


False dilemmas have garnered attention especially after the former US president 
George Bush delivered his speech on September 11" event (as cited in Rozniecki, 
2012): 


“Every nation, in every region, now has a decision to make: either you are with 
us, or you are with the terrorists” (“CNN”, 2001, para.44). 


The statement above can be interpreted in Keeling's terms (2005 / 2016) as fol- 
lows: 


“Either you approve of (morally support) the U.S. government's policy 
response to terrorism or you approve of (morally support) the terrorists as 
defined (extended) by the U.S. government” (para.12). 


3. DIFFERENT DILEMMAS BASED ON NATURE OF SITUATIONS: 
Dilemmas are thus categorized into different types in terms of the involvement 
intensity of the story agents, and difficulty of decision making in such situations. 
Besides false dilemmas, there are still various types of dilemmas that do not con- 
stitute logical fallacies. McConnell (2014) has mentioned some of them. Note 
that the following McConnell's classifications are based on the nature of the situ- 
ations: 


> Epistemic: This happens only when an agent cannot decide which moral 
requirement should receive precedence. 


> Genuine moral dilemmas: These are also called ontological dilemmas 
where neither of the conflicting situations 1s “overridden”. 


> Self-imposed: This happens as a consequence of one's own wrong deed. 


> The world- imposed: Here, the agent has no control over an imposed situa- 
tion. 


> Obligation dilemmas: Here, as Warburton (1996/2016, para.21) explains 
there are two moral obligations for a person to choose as in the case of one 
of his pupils who “was forced to choose between filial loyalty and the pres- 
ervation of his country”. His pupil, indeed, “faced with a genuine moral 
dilemma: whether to stay in France to look after his mother who doted on 
him; or to set off to join the Free French in England to fight for the libera- 
tion of his country. He knew that his mother lived only for him and that 
every action he performed on her behalf would be sure of helping her to 
live; in contrast, his attempt to join the Free French would not necessarily 
be successful and his action might vanish like water into sand”’. 


> Prohibition dilemmas: Here all the options one has are prohibited. 
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>  Singleagent: An agent should either do A or B and cannot do both. 


>  Multi-person: Agent A should do X and agent B should do Y while both A 
and B find it impossible to do X and Y accordingly. 


4. Dilemmas based on their difficulty level for decision-making 


Based on the intensity and difficulty of decision-making for an agent, Koenigs et 
al. (2007) have also defined two important kinds of dilemmas of which the first 
one includes a wide range of situations: 


4.1. High-conflict, up close, personal dilemmas: 

In high-conflict personal type, an agent is directly involved in inflicting harm on 
others. A well-known example of this is “Foot bridge dilemma” in which the 
agent of decision-making, whoever may be, should decide whether to push a per- 
son off a bridge to stop the runaway trolley or not. Dilemmas of these types, as 
found in neuroimaging experiments, involve moral decision-makers intensely 
with the emotions (Greene, 2001). 





Figurel. Foot bridge dilemma’ 


Moreover, these types of dilemmas may elicit more deontological responses than 
utilitarian ones (Greene, Morelli, Lowenberg, Nystrom & Cohen, 2008). Some 
researchers believe that for testing cost-benefit utilitarian inclinations versus 
deontic orientations, stress-laden high-conflict dilemmas are quite appropriate 
(Green et al., 2008). Indeed, high-conflict dilemmas have long been employed 
alongside their counterpart low-conflict dilemmas to explore more about various 
aspects of moral judgment making (e.g., Bernhard et al., 2016; Bostyn & Roets, 
2016; Carney & Mason, 2010; Conway, & Gawronski, 2013; Hofmann& 
Baumert, 2010; Pellizzoni, Siegal, & Surian, 2010; Starcke, Ludwig, & Brand, 
2012; Trémoliére, Neys, & Bonnefon, 2012). 


4.2. Low -conflict dilemmas: 

In this category of moral dilemmas, an agent is indirectly involved in inflicting 
harm on others. A typical famous, long-used example of this category is the 
“Switch dilemma”, “an iconic philosophical thought experiment” in which 
moral decision-makers should make up their minds either by the deciding to 
divert an out-of-control runaway trolley towards a worker who is working on a 


track, or towards the other track with five other workers (Davis, 2015, para.2). 


Figure2. Switch dilemma’ 





Although in the aforementioned dilemmas, the situations depicted are tense, the 
first one is tenser. Low conflict dilemmas are themselves divided into two cate- 
gories as explained by Bernhard et al. (2016): 


> Lowconflict impersonal type: the one where the harm is caused as a side 
effect of a decision or in aina less personal way. 


> Lowconflict personal: In the low-conflict personal dilemmas, an individ- 
ual harms another but in a less direct manner as compare to high conflict 
dilemmas. 


5. THE NUMBER OF DILEMMAS USED IN EXPERIMENTS: 

Using dilemmas to measure and study different aspects of moral psychology has 
become a norm (Christensen, Flexas, Calabrese, Gut & Gomila, 2014). Scien- 
tists have been using different numbers of dilemmas in own tests: 
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5.1. Ten dilemmas by Lawrence Kohlberg: 

Lawrence Kohlberg (1984), inspired by Piaget's structuralism formulated a cog- 
nitive approach towards the development of moral judgment in people (Redzic, 
2015). Though his methodology, conception of fixed stages of developing 
morality, and gender biased explanations have been, justly or unjustly, called 
weak and “questionable” (Lotfabadi, 2008, p.37; Tran, McLean, & Shen, 1991, 
p.139), Kohlberg, all criticisms aside, is among the researchers who have chosen 
dilemmas as the metrics of their evaluations. To theorize about the stages of 
moral development, namely, level 1-pre-conventional morality, level 2 - conven- 
tional morality, and level 3 - post-conventional morality, he is said to have used 
ten dilemmas for each subject (McLeod, 2013). 


5.2. Two dilemmas in MCT, or George Lind's moral competence test: 

The MCT is based on dual aspect theory of moral judgment working on two 
important components of cognition and affect (Buzgova & Sikorova, 2013). 
Moral Competency test of George Lind in its standard from is consisted of two 
dilemmas of the “Doctor's Dilemma [mercy killing]”, and “Workers' Dilemma 
[Breaking into a firm]” that were originally constructed as early as 1997 and have 
been rigorously validated , revised for stylistic errors and as well translated and 
certified in foreign languages over years (Lind, 2016). Moral competency test is 
language proficiency sensitive, that is to say; it should not be used with non- 
proficient and uneducated participants. 


5.3. Five dilemmas in Defining Issues Test (DIT) of moral development: 

The idea of Defining Issues Test was formulated by Rest and his colleagues 
around 1970s (Rest, Cooper, Coder, Masanz & Anderson, 1974). Appling a 
Likert scale, DIT expects ratings and ranking of 12 issues in the dilemmas that 
represent different moral reasoning schemas. Since Kohlbergian validity of the 
stages and interpretations of moral development have received serious criticisms 
(Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 2000), neo-Kohlbergian approach has tried 
to make up for the Kohlbergian failures in DIT tests by defining a gradual devel- 
opmental growth from “lower to more complex conceptions of social/moral 
cooperation’ (Thoma & Dong, 2014, p.56). 


5.4. 40 dilemmas in Greene's validation experiment: 

In comparison to earlier experiments, 40 dilemmas in an experiment by Greene 
was a noticeable move. During Greene's two sectioned experiment, each partici- 
pant sitting at a monitor in a lab was required to read 40 stories twice (Greene, 
2008). The two sections were sequenced as follows: 


> Load-block section added more mental cognitive load to the whole act of 
reading dilemmas by the participants. The participants had to read each 
moral dilemma loudly so that a microphone could record their answers of 
yes or no to whether or not the solution act suggested for the dilemmatic 
problem was moral. Moreover, they had to press a key board quickly upon 
observing digit 5 on their screens. 


> Non-load block section only demanded the participants to read through 
the dilemmas and to press two related keys to indicate yes or no to a sug- 
gested solution. 


6. CONCLUSION: 

In the current study, we tried to provide some necessary information on the con- 
cept of dilemma that is frequently used in educational studies, humanities, social 
sciences, management, medical studies, and psychology. Though brief in scope, 
the article can provide future researchers in the related fields with a succinct liter- 
ature as to the unique aspects of the dilemmatic situations so far dealt with. 
Surely, various cultural readings of dilemmas still allow for more future 
researches cross-culturally and across various fields. 
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Notes: 


The foot bridge dilemma image has been extracted from Sunstein's “How Do We Know 
What's Moral?” (2014). 


The switch dilemma image has been extracted from “Relatively Interesting” (2010). 
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